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Introduction 
 
This paper gives an overview of evaluation and evaluation research, particularly how 
it fits with education. Reference to some evaluation debates over the years is 
presented as well as some seminal works in the topic area.  A brief synopsis of 
evaluation in the education setting is then presented before outlining various 
approaches to evaluation. Fourth generation evaluation is presented as a suitable 
approach to consider and one, which has been used by the writer for her doctoral 
studies in learning approaches of postgraduate healthcare professionals (Joyce, 2010).  
 
Evaluation Debates 
 
Evaluation, as a form of systematic inquiry, occupies an increasingly major place in 
making decisions about public policies (Virtanen and Uusikylä, 2004). Calls for 
accountability through evaluation research, particularly in the USA have increased the 
demand for measurements of performance (Cousins and Aubry, 2006). The demand 
for an appropriately skilled workforce in an evolving global economy makes 
evaluation of higher education a high priority. Effective evaluation can be a 
significant contributor to quality but does not necessarily guarantee that those in 
authority will heed the outcomes of evaluation and take needed corrective action. The 
term quality assessment has been used synonymously with evaluation in the context 
of regulating higher education. According to Kells (1992) institutions and 
programmes can be strengthened substantially through effective evaluation.  
 
Some writers place evaluation as a distinct research school with its own identity 
(House 1993; Scriven 2005) while others consider it a specialism within social 
science, placing emphasis on meeting information needs of decision makers and 
policy makers (Patton, 1997, 2002). Many authors have highlighted debates about 
various approaches within evaluation (Shadish et al 1991; Chen 1996; Ong 1996; 
 2 
Pawson and Tilly 1997; Shaw 1999; Tones and Tilford 2001; Robson 2002) while 
others have focused on analysing the contributions of influential evaluation theorists 
and the congruence of their theoretical positions (Shadish et al 1991; Clarke and 
Dawson 1999; Shaw 1999). The developments which have taken place in evaluation 
over the last 40 years or so reflect broader movements which have taken place around 
research paradigms and methods in the social sciences. There has been a tendency to 
break away from the classical, objectivist, outcome-based and performance orientated 
evaluation or traditional evaluation towards a multiplicity of models. Among these 
models or alternatives to traditional evaluation are responsive evaluation as 
illumination (Stake, 1983), utilisation-focused evaluation (Patton, 1997), fourth-
generation evaluation (Guba and Lincoln, 1989), empowerment and self-evaluation 
evaluation (Fetterman, 1996) and others. In the recent past there has been a move 
from debates between positivists and post-positivists to a dialogue between 
paradigms. 
 
Education Evaluation 
The term education evaluation can be related back to the seminal work of Ralph Tyler 
in the early 1930s (Tyler, 1930). His approach was distinguished by its concentration 
on clearly stated objectives, as discussed in chapter two in the context of a product 
curriculum. The resulting behavioural objectives movement influenced curriculum 
design away from the content to be taught towards the student behaviours to be 
developed. Tyler’s approach concentrates on direct measures of achievement, as 
opposed to indirect approaches that measure such inputs as quality of teaching or 
community involvement. This approach set the stage for how educators and other 
programme evaluators viewed evaluation for the next twenty-five years. During the 
‘Tylerian Age’ in the US and subsequently in many other countries standardised tests 
were developed to reflect the objectives and content of the curricula. However, the 
influence of Tyler began to wane. Cronbach (1963) sharply criticised these 
approaches for their lack of relevance and utility and argued that the purpose of 
evaluation differentiates it from scientific research. Calling for a reformation in 
evaluation years later he recommended that its mission should be to ‘facilitate a 
democratic, pluralistic process by enlightening all the participants’ (Cronbach et al, 
1986:1) 
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Evaluation Approaches 
 
More recently Stufflebeam and Shinkfield (2007) assessed evaluation approaches by 
classifying them on the basis of their level of conformity to the definition of 
evaluation given by the Joint Committee of Congress’ standards which focuses on the 
systematic assessment of the worth or merit of an object. Twenty six evaluation 
approaches were analysed under five categories: pseudoevaluations; questions- and 
methods-oriented evaluation or quasi-evaluation studies; improvement- and 
accountability-oriented evaluations; social agenda and advocacy approaches; and 
eclectic evaluations.  
 
Pseudoevaluations categorise those evaluations which fail to produce and report valid 
assessments of worth or merit and are often motivated by political objectives 
(Stufflebeam and Shinkfield, 2007). The questions- and methods-oriented evaluation 
or quasi-evaluation studies group evaluations tend to narrow the evaluation’s scope, 
often delivering, according to Stufflebeam and Shinkfield (2007), less than a full 
assessment of merit or worth. An example of this approach is the objectives-based 
evaluation and theory-based evaluation. These approaches list the programme’s 
activities and desired end results with the main strength of such an approach lying in 
its causal inferences (Weiss, 1998). Improvement- and accountability-oriented 
evaluations summarise approaches that stress the need to fully assess a programme’s 
value. The central thrusts of these approaches are to foster improvement and 
accountability through informing and assessing programme decisions, assist 
consumers to make wise choices among optional programmes and services and to 
help accrediting associations certify meritorious institutions and programmes for use 
by consumers. This approach is represented by Stufflebeam and Shinkfield (2007) as 
the Context, Input, Process and Product (CIPP) model. Context evaluations assess 
pertinent needs, assets, opportunities and problems to assist in formulating or judging 
goals. Input evaluations identify and assess competing programme strategies for 
meeting beneficiaries’ assessed needs. Process evaluations assess the implementation 
of a selected programme strategy. Product evaluations search out, analyse and judge 
programme results.     
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Challenging the privileged status of traditional evaluation Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
encouraged a ‘paradigm wars’ (Caracelli, 2000:99) type of debate in the field of 
evaluation. From a constructivist viewpoint Lincoln and Guba argue that each truth is 
socially constructed. The following approaches developed from such debates. The 
social agenda and advocacy approaches are aimed at increasing social justice through 
programme evaluation. These approaches seek to ensure that all segments of society 
have equal access to educational and social opportunities and services. They favour a 
constructivist orientation and the use of qualitative methods. They provide for 
democratic engagement of stakeholders in obtaining and interpreting findings. The 
classic responsive evaluation approach by Stake (2003) is included in this category, 
which emphasises the evaluator’s role in interacting continuously with, and 
responding to, the needs of clients and stakeholders. This approach contrasts with 
Scriven’s (2005) objectivist orientation in that the client must be willing to endorse a 
quite open, flexible evaluation plan as opposed to a well-developed, detailed one.  
Clients must also be receptive to ambiguous findings and multiple interpretations. 
They must be sufficiently patient to allow the programme evaluation to unfold and 
find its direction based on ongoing interactions between the evaluator and 
stakeholders. Stake’s approach calls attention to the complexity and the uncertainty of 
the programme, the difficulty in measuring outcomes and the importance of 
descriptive and judgemental data (Viser, 2009). Again the evaluators and programme 
stakeholders are placed at the centre of the inquiry process.  
 
Fourth-generation evaluation (FGE) follows three earlier generations of constructivist 
approaches to evaluation by Guba and Lincoln (1989). They suggest that the first 
three generations were focused on measurement, description and judgement. Guba 
and Lincoln (1989) identify inherent flaws in these evaluation methods as a tendency 
towards managerialism, a failure to accommodate value-pluralism and 
overcommitment to the scientific paradigm. I would generally agree with these 
criticisms as in many cases managers have had the ultimate power in determining 
what questions the evaluations pursued and how the data was collected and 
interpreted.  Evaluations have not always acknowledged differences in values of the 
stakeholders involved in the evaluation. Finally, the overuse of the scientific method 
has ignored alternative ways to think about evaluation. Presenting quantifiable data as 
hard facts does not always encourage a responsibility in following up on findings.  
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FGE was designed to counteract problems with classical experimental or quasi-
experimental designs in evaluation. Some of Guba and Lincoln’s harsh attacks on 
quantitative evaluation methods were viewed as one-sided interpretations (Virtanen 
and Uusikylä, 2004). FGE was introduced as a participatory pluralistic process that 
provides a framework through which the interests of stakeholder groups and 
individuals can be put onto the agenda and renegotiated. It was thus presented as a 
responsive evaluation methodology.  
 
Personalising evaluation (Kushner, 2000), in the tradition of responsive and 
democratic evaluation, grew out of concerns about the distortions generated when a 
programme is seen as the principal or exclusive context within which to attribute 
significance to people’s lives and work. It proposes instead, the portrayal of people’s 
lives and work as contexts within which to read the significance of the programme. 
Personalised evaluation promotes the view that evaluators must be their own 
methodologists and seek personal voice and personal meaning in their evaluations.    
 
The newest addition to programme evaluation under the constructivist paradigm is the 
deliberative democratic approach advanced by House and Howe (2003). It envisions 
programme evaluation as a principled, influential societal institution, contributing to 
democratisation through the issuing of reliable and valid claims. Equity of all 
interested stakeholders is stressed and power imbalances are not tolerated. Methods 
employed include discussions with stakeholders, surveys and debates.  
 
Eclectic evaluations include those approaches which draw on a broad and diverse 
range of sources. The most widely used of these approaches is Patton’s (1997) 
utilisation-focused evaluation. The approach is geared towards maximising evaluation 
impacts and fits well with the key principle of change. It engages stakeholders to 
determine the evaluation’s purposes and procedures and uses their involvement to 
promote the use of findings. Rather than trying to reach all stakeholders a select, 
representative group is chosen. A limitation may include the possibility of its 
vulnerability to corruption by user groups, since they are given much control over 
what will be examined, the questions asked, methods employed and questions to be 
asked. Stakeholders with conflicts of interest may influence the evaluation 
inappropriately.  
 6 
 
Many of these models represent a form of evaluation which involves judgements 
made through the eyes of the external evaluator and the connotation persists of 
evaluation as an external monitoring of professional practice. In contrast, fourth 
generation evaluation takes a constructivist position, allowing access to participants’ 
interpretations of their world, because they can construct and interpret realities, which 
are shaped and perceived by cultural and linguistic meanings. Evaluation within a 
naturalistic stance requires the analysis and description of participants’ meanings and 
interpretations of the social world examined within the world settings they occupy 
(Brewer, 2003). A key assumption underpinning this type of evaluation is that 
evaluators’ interactions with their participants is itself part of the evaluation exercise 
(Galvin, 2005). Critiquing evaluative techniques, which have been used over the years 
Guba and Lincoln (1989) draw attention to a tendency towards managerialism, where 
researchers determine what is to be evaluated and what will happen to the findings, so 
disempowering other stakeholders.  
 
Fourth Generation Evaluation 
Fourth-generation evaluation (FGE) is presented by Virtanen and Uusikylä (2004) as 
a goal-free evaluation (portraying a holistic portrayal of the programme) rather than a 
goal bound approach (where the evaluator maps causal links between objectives, 
inputs and outputs). The role of the evaluator is to provide a methodology through 
which different concerns and constructions of stakeholders can be understood and 
critiqued. Stakeholders are asked to provide their own (emic) constructions and 
evaluators include their own (etic) constructions as well as constructions from other 
sources e.g. relevant documentation and academic literature (Lay and Papadopoulos, 
2007). The use of a hermeneutic dialectic circle (Guba and Lincoln, 1989) is proposed 
in FGE. Being hermeneutic means it is interpretative and being dialectic means it 
represents a comparison and contrast of divergent views. It therefore allows a cross 
fertilisation of data with a connection between them that allows for mutual 
exploration by all stakeholders (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). Participation between the 
stakeholders and the evaluator is recommended in following up on the findings, 
indicating a responsive evaluation. Continuing a search for illuminating constructions 
the evaluator posits that there can be no definitive conclusions (Stufflebeam, 1999).  
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FGE has been criticised for representing an ‘over-socialized’ interpretation of 
programme reality, in neglecting the programme goals in favour of attention to 
negotiations between stakeholders and consensus building (Virtanen and Uusikylä, 
2004:83). Having used the methodology for a study (Joyce 2010) I refute this claim as 
the interviews connected back to the overall programme aims and the learning 
outcomes. FGE begins with a philosophical base in constructivism, where the 
evaluator shares constructions of other stakeholders in order to form a joint 
construction around which some consensus can be built. It is therefore a democratic 
methodology where as many people as possible can agree on the outcome (Heap, 
1995).  The study by Joyce (2010) did not fulfil such a description preferring instead 
to present the findings that can be judged by the reader on the holistic viewpoints as 
part of a pluralistic evaluation.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Learning from and about evaluation often requires us to change our mental models – 
to rethink our assumptions and beliefs and to develop new understandings about our 
programmes and evaluation processes (McNamara et al, 2010). This logically should 
lead on to an organisational learning approach to evaluation. Such an approach to 
evaluation would be context- sensitive, ongoing, support dialogue, reflection, and 
decision-making at department and organisation-wide levels, and contain strong 
commitments to self-evaluation and practitioner empowerment. A vision of 
evaluation for the twenty-first century may be one that is made honest, accurate, and 
useful by engaging in a partnership with practitioners, people, and programmes. 
Evaluators will be held to a higher standard and will be expected to do good through 
evaluation. Most experts agree that there is no one best model for evaluation. It is up 
to practitioners to agree their own philosophy about evaluation and to choose an 
approach which best matches their context and student needs.  
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